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Introduction
The flipped classroom has emerged as a transformative pedagogical model in higher education, particularly in English language learning contexts. By shifting the delivery of instructional content to pre-class materials and using in-class time for active learning, the flipped model aims to foster deeper student engagement. However, despite its potential benefits, students often face challenges during the pre-class section, especially in terms of emotional and cognitive engagement. This research explores these challenges specifically among English-majored university students in China, whose academic success heavily relies on their engagement with English-language content and learning strategies.

The primary aim of this study is to investigate the specific difficulties students encounter when engaging with flipped classroom pre-class materials and how these challenges affect their emotional and cognitive engagement. Furthermore, the study seeks to understand students' perceptions of how the flipped classroom impacts their active participation and learning during in-class activities. By focusing exclusively on students’ perspectives, this study aims to contribute to the existing literature on learner engagement in flipped learning environments and inform future instructional design. The findings of this study may help educators develop more supportive pre-class materials and strategies to enhance engagement and overall learning outcomes in flipped classroom settings.

Chosen Method
This study adopts a qualitative research approach to explore Chinese English-majored students’ engagement with pre-class materials in a flipped classroom and the challenges they face, especially in terms of emotional and cognitive engagement. The rationale for selecting a qualitative methodology lies in its suitability for exploring perceptions, experiences, and meanings that participants ascribe to specific educational practices (Dörnyei, 2007). Since the current research aims to understand students’ lived experiences and personal views on flipped classroom learning, qualitative methods provide the necessary depth and flexibility.

Qualitative research enables a nuanced understanding of complex social phenomena by focusing on participants’ perspectives in natural settings (Creswell, 2014). This is particularly important in educational research, where student engagement is influenced by diverse cognitive, emotional, and contextual factors. Unlike quantitative approaches that emphasize numerical measurement and generalization, qualitative inquiry allows the researcher to explore how and why certain experiences occur (Braun & Clarke, 2013).

In the context of flipped classrooms, where learning occurs both asynchronously (pre-class) and synchronously (in-class), emotional and cognitive engagement is often shaped by students’ attitudes, motivation, prior knowledge, and interaction with learning materials (Bergmann & Sams, 2012). These factors are deeply personal and subjective, and thus best explored through open-ended, narrative-based methods rather than closed survey instruments.
Moreover, recent studies in flipped learning highlight the need for learner-centered evaluations that go beyond performance metrics to include perceptions, preferences, and challenges (Lo & Hew, 2017). By focusing exclusively on students’ voices, the current research aligns with this learner-centered orientation and contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the flipped learning experience in Chinese higher education.

The research is grounded in an interpretivist paradigm, which emphasizes the importance of understanding the social world from the point of view of those who live in it (Schwandt, 2015). In line with this paradigm, the researcher acknowledges that knowledge is socially constructed and that meaning is co-produced through interaction between the researcher and participants. The interpretivist stance is particularly appropriate for exploring individual perceptions of engagement and the perceived effectiveness of flipped classrooms. In addition, this research takes a constructivist epistemological stance, assuming that learners actively construct knowledge based on their interactions with content and context (Vygotsky, 1978). This is especially relevant when investigating flipped learning environments, where students are expected to engage with content independently before class. Understanding how they make sense of these experiences, and the cognitive or emotional barriers they face, necessitates a constructivist inquiry.

To operationalize the qualitative research approach, this study will employ semi-structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires as primary data collection tools. These tools are designed to elicit in-depth insights into students’ emotional and cognitive engagement with pre-class learning materials and their in-class participation experiences. Semi-structured interviews allow for the exploration of key themes while also providing flexibility for participants to elaborate on their responses (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). This balance between structure and openness makes them ideal for investigating both expected and emergent issues related to flipped classroom engagement. Open-ended questionnaires, meanwhile, offer an efficient way to collect qualitative data from a broader sample of students. They enable participants to reflect on their experiences in their own words, without the constraints of fixed response options. When used in combination, these tools provide both depth and breadth of insight, which enhances the richness and trustworthiness of the findings (Patton, 2015).

My first research question—What specific challenges do students encounter when engaging with pre-class materials in a flipped classroom setting, particularly in terms of emotional and cognitive engagement?—requires an exploration of students' internal states, study habits, and emotional responses to self-directed learning. Semi-structured interviews are particularly effective for this purpose, as they allow students to articulate their frustrations, motivations, or disengagement in their own words. The second question—How does the flipped classroom model improve students' active learning and participation during class time?—focuses on perceived benefits. By exploring students’ narratives about their classroom participation, collaborative learning, and sense of agency, the study can uncover the mechanisms through which flipped learning influences engagement.

This approach aligns with findings from existing research. Hao (2016) found that students in flipped classrooms experienced both increased engagement and considerable emotional stress related to the preparation workload. Similarly, Abeysekera and Dawson (2015) argue that student engagement in flipped classrooms must be understood holistically, accounting for motivation, autonomy, and emotional responses—all of which are best accessed through qualitative inquiry.

While qualitative methods offer rich, contextual insights, they are not without limitations. One major concern is generalizability. Since qualitative research typically involves small, purposively selected samples, the findings may not be representative of all English majors or all Chinese universities (Silverman, 2013). However, the goal of this research is not to generalize but to illuminate student experiences and generate insights that can inform practice. Besides, time and resource constraints may also impact the depth of data collection. Conducting and analyzing interviews is time-consuming, particularly when dealing with multiple participants. The researcher must balance the desire for depth with practical considerations of scope and feasibility.

Despite these limitations, the qualitative approach offers several strengths. It allows for contextual richness, participant-centered inquiry, and flexibility in adapting to emergent themes. Given the exploratory nature of the research and the subjective focus on emotional and cognitive engagement, qualitative methods are not only appropriate but essential. Furthermore, the combined use of interviews and open-ended questionnaires ensures that different levels of student engagement—both deeply personal and commonly shared—are adequately captured. This methodological pluralism enhances the validity and transferability of the findings within similar educational contexts.

Sampling
Sampling is a critical element in qualitative research, as it directly influences the richness and credibility of the collected data. This study investigates English-majored students’ engagement in flipped classrooms and the specific challenges they encounter in the pre-class section. To ensure relevance and contextual depth, criterion-based purposive sampling will be adopted. This method enables the selection of participants who have direct and relevant experience with the flipped classroom model, especially in the context of English language education.

Purposive sampling, particularly the criterion-based approach, is a widely accepted method in qualitative research when researchers seek to gain insights from individuals who meet specific criteria relevant to the research questions (Patton, 2015). In this study, participants will be selected based on three essential criteria: (1) they are undergraduate English majors, (2) they are currently enrolled in or have completed a course delivered in a flipped classroom format, and (3) they have engaged with the pre-class learning materials required in such courses.

This approach is appropriate given the study's focus on understanding cognitive and emotional engagement with flipped learning. Rather than aiming for generalisability, qualitative research aims for in-depth understanding of participants’ lived experiences (Silverman, 2013). As such, selecting participants who have direct experience with flipped instruction is essential to ensure the data is meaningful and relevant.

Purposive sampling allows the researcher to deliberately choose individuals who are best positioned to provide rich and detailed accounts of the phenomenon under study. Etikan, Musa and Alkassim (2016) argue that purposive sampling is particularly effective in educational research where the aim is to explore complex behaviors, attitudes, or perceptions that are best understood through the voices of those directly involved. This sampling strategy aligns with the constructivist and interpretivist paradigms, which underpin this study. These paradigms emphasize the subjective meanings and experiences constructed by individuals in particular social contexts (Creswell, 2014). Therefore, recruiting students who have personally experienced flipped classrooms at the university level ensures that the data reflects authentic perspectives on engagement and challenges.

The research will be conducted exclusively at Fuzhou University of International Studies and Trade, where English-majored students are regularly exposed to flipped classroom teaching strategies as part of their curriculum. This university context is well-suited to the research aims, as several English courses incorporate pre-class video lectures, online activities, and in-class discussion-based learning—hallmarks of the flipped classroom model. A sample of 15–20 undergraduate students will be selected from this institution. This number is sufficient for qualitative research using interviews and open-ended questionnaires, where the goal is not statistical saturation but thematic depth (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006). The selection will aim to include students across different academic years and courses to ensure a diversity of experiences and viewpoints.

The primary strength of criterion-based purposive sampling lies in its targeted relevance—it allows for the identification of participants who can provide detailed, first-hand insights into the research focus (Palinkas et al., 2015). In the context of flipped classrooms, where internal factors such as motivation, anxiety, and self-directed learning are significant, such specificity is vital. Additionally, this method allows for flexibility, permitting the researcher to refine participant criteria if needed as themes emerge during early stages of data collection (Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014).

One notable limitation of purposive sampling is the lack of statistical representativeness, which limits generalisability to other populations (Dörnyei, 2007). However, this is acceptable in qualitative inquiry, where transferability rather than generalisability is the primary concern (Yin, 2018). Findings may still offer valuable insights applicable to similar educational contexts in China or beyond. Another limitation involves potential selection bias, especially when recruitment is conducted within a single institution. To mitigate this, efforts will be made to include a diverse range of participants—not only high-performing or enthusiastic students, but also those who may have struggled with flipped learning. This balanced representation will ensure that a wide spectrum of experiences is captured.

Ethics
Ethical considerations are central to the integrity and credibility of any research project, especially those involving human participants. Given the qualitative nature of this study—exploring Chinese English-majored students’ engagement in flipped classrooms through interviews and questionnaires—it is essential to safeguard participants’ rights, promote voluntary involvement, and uphold confidentiality throughout the research process (BERA, 2018).

Participants will be fully informed about the aims, procedures, potential risks, and benefits of the study prior to their participation. A written informed consent form will be distributed, which clearly states that participation is voluntary, and that individuals have the right to withdraw from the study at any point prior to the commencement of the data analysis phase, without penalty or need for explanation. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018), informed consent is not only a legal necessity but also a moral one, ensuring transparency between the researcher and participants. The consent form will be written in Chinese to ensure full comprehension and avoid any linguistic barriers. Participants’ anonymity will be preserved by assigning pseudonyms during transcription and analysis. Identifying information, including names, student numbers, and specific class identifiers, will be removed or coded. Digital recordings and transcripts will be stored in encrypted folders accessible only to the researcher. As Flick (2014) notes, confidentiality is a key ethical standard in qualitative research, especially when the research deals with students’ emotional and cognitive challenges, which may be sensitive in nature.

In the context of a Chinese university setting, where students may feel cautious about expressing critical views on pedagogical approaches or instructors, maintaining strict confidentiality is particularly important to reduce response bias and build trust (Wang and Liu, 2021). To ensure voluntariness, no form of academic reward, pressure, or incentive will be offered for participation. According to Israel and Hay (2006), ethical research must ensure that participants do not feel coerced, especially in institutional settings where hierarchical structures exist.

Ethical research in the Chinese educational context also requires cultural sensitivity. The study will respect local norms regarding teacher–student relationships and group harmony (Zhou and Brown, 2015). The interview questions will be designed with sensitivity to students’ comfort levels, avoiding direct criticism of teachers or curricula while still encouraging honest reflections about their engagement and learning challenges. Before commencing data collection, ethical approval will be sought from the relevant ethics committee at the researcher’s university. A comprehensive ethics application will be submitted, including copies of consent forms, interview protocols, and participant information sheets. All research activities will adhere to the ethical guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) and align with local university standards for academic research.

Research Tools
In qualitative research, the selection of appropriate tools is crucial for capturing the depth and complexity of participants' experiences. For this study, which investigates Chinese English-majored students' engagement in flipped classrooms and the challenges they face with pre-class materials, two primary data collection tools have been chosen: semi-structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires. These tools are designed to elicit rich, detailed accounts of students' perceptions, aligning with the interpretivist paradigm that underpins this research.

Semi-structured interviews are a widely used qualitative research tool that allows for in-depth exploration of participants' experiences while providing the flexibility to probe further into emerging topics (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018). This method is particularly suitable for understanding the nuanced emotional and cognitive engagement of students in flipped classroom settings. In this study, semi-structured interviews will be conducted with a purposive sample of English-majored students at Fuzhou University of International Studies and Trade. The interview guide will include open-ended questions focusing on students' experiences with pre-class materials, their emotional responses, cognitive engagement, and perceptions of in-class activities. For example, questions may include: "Can you describe your experience with the pre-class materials provided in the flipped classroom?" "How do these materials affect your motivation and understanding of the course content?" These interviews will be conducted in a quiet, comfortable setting to encourage openness and honesty. Each interview is expected to last approximately 45–60 minutes and will be audio-recorded with participants' consent for accurate transcription and analysis.

The strength of semi-structured interviews lies in their ability to uncover deep insights into participants' thoughts and feelings, which are often inaccessible through other methods (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). However, they also present challenges, such as the potential for interviewer bias and the time-consuming nature of data collection and analysis. To mitigate these issues, the interviewer will undergo training to ensure neutrality and consistency, and a pilot interview will be conducted to refine the interview guide.

Open-ended questionnaires complement interviews by allowing participants to express their thoughts in writing, providing an additional layer of data for analysis. This method is particularly useful for reaching a broader sample and capturing a wider range of experiences (O'Leary, 2014). In this study, an open-ended questionnaire will be distributed to a larger group of English-majored students who have experienced flipped classrooms. The questionnaire will include prompts such as: "What challenges have you encountered when engaging with pre-class materials?" "How has the flipped classroom model influenced your participation during class time?" These questions are designed to elicit detailed responses that reflect students' personal experiences and perceptions. The questionnaires will be administered online to ensure accessibility and convenience for participants.

The advantage of open-ended questionnaires is their ability to gather diverse perspectives and identify common themes across a larger sample. However, they may also result in varied response lengths and depths, and the lack of opportunity for follow-up questions can limit the richness of the data. To address this, the questionnaire will be carefully designed to encourage detailed responses, and participants will be informed about the importance of providing comprehensive answers. Using both semi-structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires allows for methodological triangulation, enhancing the credibility and validity of the research findings (Patton, 2015). While interviews provide deep, contextual insights into individual experiences, questionnaires offer a broader overview of common challenges and perceptions among the student population. This combination of tools is particularly effective in exploring the emotional and cognitive engagement of students in flipped classrooms. Interviews can delve into the emotional aspects of engagement, such as feelings of motivation or frustration, while questionnaires can capture cognitive aspects, such as understanding and retention of pre-class materials.

The choice of semi-structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires is informed by existing literature on student engagement in flipped classrooms. Steen-Utheim and Foldnes (2018) conducted a qualitative study using interviews to explore student engagement in a flipped classroom, highlighting the importance of understanding students' emotional and cognitive responses. Similarly, Alebrahim and Ku (2020) used interviews and questionnaires to examine perceptions of student engagement, demonstrating the effectiveness of these tools in capturing nuanced experiences. Furthermore, the use of these tools aligns with the interpretivist approach of this study, which seeks to understand the subjective meanings that students assign to their experiences in flipped classrooms (Bryman, 2016). By allowing students to articulate their thoughts and feelings in their own words, these tools facilitate a deeper understanding of the complexities of student engagement.

While the selected research tools offer significant advantages, they also present limitations. Semi-structured interviews are time-intensive and may be influenced by interviewer bias. To mitigate this, the interviewer will follow a standardized protocol and maintain reflexivity throughout the research process. Open-ended questionnaires may result in varied response quality and lack the opportunity for clarification. To address this, clear instructions and prompts will be provided to encourage detailed responses, and follow-up interviews may be conducted with selected participants to explore their responses further. Additionally, cultural factors may influence students' willingness to share their experiences openly. To create a safe and supportive environment, participants will be assured of confidentiality and anonymity, and the research will be conducted with cultural sensitivity and respect.

Given the qualitative nature of this study, the data collected through semi-structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires will be analysed using thematic analysis, a flexible and rigorous approach for identifying and interpreting patterns of meaning across qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This method is especially effective in exploring complex phenomena such as students' emotional and cognitive engagement, and the challenges they experience with pre-class materials in a flipped classroom setting. Thematic analysis will be conducted using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework: familiarisation with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report. Both inductive and deductive coding strategies will be applied. Inductive coding will allow for the emergence of unexpected themes directly from the data, while deductive coding will be guided by existing theoretical frameworks, such as Fredricks et al.'s (2004) model of student engagement, which includes behavioural, emotional, and cognitive dimensions.

To manage and organise the data systematically, qualitative data analysis software such as NVivo or MAXQDA will be used. These tools assist in data categorisation, retrieval, and thematic mapping, enhancing the overall transparency and organisation of the analysis process (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). However, it is important to emphasise that these tools do not perform analysis themselves; rather, the interpretation and meaning-making remain firmly grounded in the researcher’s critical judgement (Silver & Lewins, 2014). A key strength of thematic analysis is its flexibility and adaptability to various epistemological positions. In this study, a constructivist approach will be adopted, recognising that students’ experiences are contextually situated and socially constructed. This perspective is appropriate given the study’s aim to explore perceptions rather than measurable outcomes. Additionally, thematic analysis supports both surface-level (semantic) and deeper (latent) meaning analysis, which is especially relevant when exploring emotional and cognitive aspects of engagement that may not always be explicitly expressed (Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012).

Nonetheless, one limitation of thematic analysis is its reliance on the researcher's interpretative lens, which can introduce subjectivity. To address this, the researcher will engage in reflexive practices throughout the process, documenting decisions and maintaining transparency in the development of codes and themes (Nowell et al., 2017). This self-awareness contributes to the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings. In sum, thematic analysis provides a robust and flexible tool for interpreting rich qualitative data and is well suited to this study’s focus on students’ perspectives in a flipped learning environment.

Conclusion
This study adopts a qualitative approach to explore Chinese English-major students’ perceptions of flipped classroom engagement and pre-class challenges. Through student-centered tools and thematic analysis, it aims to provide deeper insights into how flipped learning enhances engagement, supporting pedagogical refinement (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004).
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